Meaning is a central feature of human life. Our overarching proposition is that self-regulation helps facilitate meaning in life. We propose that purposeful, effortful, and directive actions that regulate selfish impulses are necessary to continually develop a sense of meaning in life. We explain how self-regulatory processes map onto this process: the drive for meaning is governed by internalized standards of meaning, people monitor their experiences to ensure a fit between their experiences and standards of meaning, and strength is required for deliberative behaviors aimed at reaffirming and regaining meaning. Moreover, we outline various self-regulatory pathways to gain meaning via coherence, significance, and purpose. Finally, we suggest various ways to test and expand our model and hypotheses.
Human life is filled with meaning. Our daily interactions are bound in cultural expressions of meaning that facilitate social life -the exchange of goods and services for money (e.g., meaning gives money value), cultural rituals that signify important milestones in life (e.g., marriage ceremonies place a particular meaning on relationships), and ideologies that orient people toward superordinate goals (e.g., political policies that directly affect procedural justice and the distribution of wealth). In many ways, meaning pervades our lives and makes things manageable. On the other hand, humans regularly are concerned with the meaning of life-or at least the meaning of their lives-so much so that struggles with meaning have the potential to stir up anxiety and depression. People regularly wrestle with existential questions, such as "why am I here?," "what is my purpose?," and "what is the meaning of life?" How do people assess meaning and seek out ways to build or reaffirm meaning? Our central argument is that self-regulation plays a central role in the pursuit and acquisition of meaning. We contend that the process of monitoring whether or not people are meeting cultural standards of meaning, as well as the efforts to seek out additional sources of meaning and reaffirm meaning following threats or disruptions, are facilitated by self-regulatory processes. Put differently, we propose that self-regulation is a mechanism for meaning.
The Meaning of Meaning Defining Meaning
Meaning can be understood as associations or connections. Things are often defined by their association to other things-in this way, meaning is defined through associations (Baumeister, 1991) . Others have contended that meaning is about expected associations (Heine, Proulx, & Vohs, 2006) , suggesting that there is a feature of predictability in the association between objects that confers meaning. Indeed, researchers have suggested that meaning involves a shared connection between objects that is inherently social or cultural (MacKenzie & Baumeister, 2014) . Together, this suggests that meaning is found in culturally bound, shared representations of the association between objects (e.g., things, symbols, people) or events (e.g., situations, intentional behavior, goaldirected actions, setbacks, misfortunes). Whether one is referring to the meaning of an event (e.g., a gathering of individuals to celebrate relational commitment is transformed by meaning into a wedding) or the meaning of one's own life, most theorists agree that meaning has three components: coherence, significance, and purpose (George & Park, in press-a, in press-b; Heintzelman & King, 2014b; Martela & Steger, 2016) . Although conceptually distinct, these components of meaning are strongly correlated (rs ϭ .70 to .72; George & Park, in press-b) . Below, we describe each of these three components of meaning.
Coherence refers to people's experiences of making sense of the world around them (Reker & Wong, 1988; Martela & Steger, 2016) . This feeling of coherence may emerge when individuals can reliably detect patterns in the environment (Heintzelman & King, 2014b) . For example, when visually presented with images of trees arranged in a seasonal pattern or words presented in a linguistically coherent triad, participants reported greater meaning in life than when the trees were presented out of order or the word triads were incongruent (Heintzelman et al., 2013) . People also feel coherence when they can make sense of tragic, threatening, or inconsistent information by integrating their experiences with their worldviews or beliefs (Park, 2010) . Thus, coherence arises when people make sense of the external world, can create a compelling and integrative narrative of their own life and identity, or when people are able to integrate their global beliefs about the world with situationally specific events (Park, 2010) .
Significance refers to perceptions of value, importance, or worth in various aspects of life. Events may be deemed as significant when they carry the weight of value and importance. For example, wedding ceremonies are often considered extremely significant in people's lives. Similarly, conversations shared between people may be perceived as significant (e.g., proposing marriage; offering a highly desired job). In the same way, feelings of personal significance may emerge when people feel positively about themselves (e.g., self-esteem; Pyszczynski, Greenberg, Solomon, Arndt, & Schimel, 2004) , that they are connected to something greater than themselves (Steger, Frazier, Oishi, & Kaler, 2006) , or when they are doing something to improve or better the lives of others (e.g., Van Tongeren, Green, Davis, Hook, & Hulsey, 2016) . In short, significance signals that something or someone matters.
Purpose refers to one's sense of direction and goals in life. External stimuli may also be perceived as purposeful if they are connected to a broader goal or direction (e.g., the purpose of running hills for 30 min last week was to prepare us for this weekend's big game). Individually, a personal sense of purpose may arise when individuals have a clear understanding of their sense of calling or vocation Dik, Duffy, & Tix, 2012) or when they are oriented toward something they perceive is of great importance (Emmons, 2005) . Indeed, people are strongly motivated to view their life as purposeful (Martela & Steger, 2016) .
Functions of Meaning
Meaning is a powerful feature of human life. Early writing on meaning documented its role in human flourishing, even in the midst of terrible suffering (Frankl, 1946) . Other theorists highlighted the importance of considering meaning and other existential concerns in therapy (May, 1953) . More recently, various theoretical approaches have been advanced to understand why people seek meaning and what functions meaning may serve. Perceptually, the feeling of meaning signals the presence of reliable patterns in one's environment (Heintzelman & King, 2014b) . Symbolically, meaning involves the connection of related concepts in predictable or expected ways (Heine et al., 2006) . Intrapersonally, a sense of meaningfulness is achieved when one understands the purpose or significance of one's life (Martela & Steger, 2016) . Existentially, concerns of mortality, isolation, groundlessness, and identity give rise to a sense of meaninglessness that motivates individuals to perceive their life as meaningful (Koole, Greenberg, & Pyszczynski, 2006) . There is considerable variability in the scope and function of meaning: people may seek meaning because it helps them organize their social world, predict future interactions in their environment, orient their behavior around a goal, and defend against existential anxiety. However, the central role of meaning in human life has received overwhelming support, and there is a strong consensus that meaning helps make human social life possible.
Meaning is a core aspect of human life that helps facilitate cultural exchanges. That is, it helps make social life possible and permits effective interactions among people because they share a common understanding about the nature or meaning of events, objects or symbols. Culture is bound in meanings: paper becomes money, a meal becomes a birthday celebration, and a gathering of people becomes a religious service through the power of meaning. Meaning transforms the prosaic into the profound. The experience of meaning may be a uniquely human endeavor (Waytz, Hershfield, & Tamir, 2015) , and meaning may occupy such a central role in social life because it helps facilitate evolutionary goals. By sharing a common "language" by which people understand the world, social exchanges are more easily facilitated via meaning. In fact, meaning may well be the currency of culture.
Meaning ranges in scope. Several theorists have contended that meaning exists on multiple levels (e.g., Arndt, Landau, Vail, & Vess, 2013; MacKenzie & Baumeister, 2014) . We suspect that meaning exists on a spectrum, ranging from functional to existential. On the functional end, people extract meaning from specific words, objects, events, symbols, exchanges, rituals, or ideas. Understanding and extracting meaning on a more specific, proximal level helps make human life possible, allowing people make sense of their environment and effectively meet evolutionary goals (Heintzelman & King, 2014b (Martela & Steger, 2016) . Finding a sense of meaning in one's own life helps manage existential anxiety (Koole et al., 2006) and is associated with flourishing (Zika & Chamberlain, 1992) . For example, across two samples, Zika and Chamberlain demonstrated that meaning, as assessed by the Purpose in Life Test, was positively associated with psychological well-being.
In our estimation, the meaningfulness of objects, events, symbols, and the perception of the meaning in one's own life may use similar psychological processes. According to Park (2010) , the meaning of an event may be judged by assessing the fit or discrepancy between one's global beliefs surrounding an object or event (i.e., global meaning) and the particular events or outcomes one encounters in life (i.e., situational meaning). For example, if someone believes in a benevolent, omnipotent divine being that blesses faithful followers, but then receives a life-threatening health diagnosis, she might question whether God really is good. The discrepancy between her global beliefs (God is benevolent toward to me) and her experience (something terrible just happened to me) creates distress. The degree of distress is directly related to the size of the discrepancy, which elicits efforts to reestablish meaning. This beliefThis document is copyrighted by the American Psychological Association or one of its allied publishers.
This article is intended solely for the personal use of the individual user and is not to be disseminated broadly. However, we suspect there are some differences between assessing the meaning of mundane events and perceiving the meaning in one's own life. Functional assessments of the meaning of mundane or routine objects or events are likely less central to the self than are perceptions about the meaning in, or of, one's life. Given the role of the self-concept in selfregulation (Markus & Wurf, 1987) , the centrality or importance of a topic to the self directs self-regulatory resources. Kuhl (1984) argues that more self-regulatory resources are available to the degree that behaviors are motivated by a self-related goals or intentions. Thus, functional assessments of mundane meaning may occur rather automatically (e.g., this situation fits or does not fit a typical pattern; see Heintzelman, Trent, & King, 2013) , whereas existentially relevant assessments of one's meaning in life may be more effortful (e.g., what is the purpose of my life; see Martela & Steger, 2016) . Although assessing the meaning of mundane events and existentially relevant assessments about one's meaning in life may use similar processes, it is likely that self-regulatory processes are more strongly recruited in facilitating meaning-making processes related to one's meaning in life because of the centrality of such an assessment to the self. Indeed, people are more responsive and sensitive to stimuli that is relevant to one's self-concept (Bargh, 1982) . Taken together, in our view, existentially relevant assessments may draw upon self-regulatory processes to a greater degree than lower-stakes, mundane assessments of meaning. We expand upon these meaning-making processes below.
Meaning-Making Processes
How do people obtain and maintain a sense of meaning? There is converging evidence from various theoretical accounts that meaning-making processes adopt a similar pattern (see Park, 2010 for a review). We propose a theoretical model to provide conceptual integration of previous theories of meaning with self-regulation research. Similar to an appetitive drive, humans experience a drive for meaning (see Figure 1 , top panel; see Greenberg, Pyszczynski, & Solomon, 1986; Heine et al., 2006) . This desire for meaning prioritizes experiencing coherence, purpose, and significance in one's social world (George & Park, in press-a; Martela & Steger, 2016) . When people encounter experiences that threaten their meaning-which trigger feelings of meaninglessness that serve as a signal that meaning has been lost (Heintzelman & King, 2014b )-they initiate meaning reaffirmation efforts (Van Tongeren & Green, 2010) . In short, people are motivated to perceive their life as meaningful, they monitor if their experiences are living up to cultural standards for meaningfulness, and if there is a discrepancy or threat, people engage in reaffirmation or meaning-making strategies to restore a sense of meaning.
Here, we briefly explain how self-regulatory processes facilitate meaning-making. First, humans demonstrate a reliably strong drive for meaning (Heine et al., 2006; Landau, Greenberg, Solomon, Pyszczynski, & Martens, 2006; Markman, Proulx, & Lindberg, 2013; Van Tongeren & Green, 2010) . Oftentimes, people adopt cultural standards of meaning, to which they assess their own sense of meaningfulness. Culture provides information for the standard meaning of events and objects, as well as what types of behaviors and goals are considerable meaningful and worthwhile. In the language of self-regulation, people examine a relevant standard for behavior (Carver & Scheier, 1981) . Second, people monitor the degree to which their experiences are consistent or discrepant with culturally influenced expectations of meaning (Park, 2010) . When people perceive a discrepancy between their situational experience of meaning and their (culturally affected) global meaning, or when there is an absence of expected meaningful patterns in their environment (Heintzelman & King, 2014b) , ; they engage in monitoring processes to detect any potential feelings of meaninglessness that arise from a mismatch between their experience and standards (Box B); finally, people must have the strength to reaffirm a sense of meaning following threat or feelings of meaninglessness by enacting specific behaviors (Box C). Moreover, many meaning reaffirmation behaviors require self-regulation to achieve coherence, significance, and purpose. This document is copyrighted by the American Psychological Association or one of its allied publishers.
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they experience distress. According to self-regulatory theories, people assess whether their current situation (or input) matches the standard (Carver & Scheier, 1981) . Third, in order to address this discrepancy and reduce potential distress, people engage in meaning reaffirmation efforts (Heintzelman, Trent, & King, 2013; Kay, Whitson, Gaucher, & Galinsky, 2009; Landau et al., 2006; Park, 2010; Park & Folkman, 1997; Randles, Proulx, & Heine, 2011; Taylor, 1983; Van Tongeren & Green, 2010; Whitson & Galinsky, 2008) . According to self-regulation research, people adjust their behavior to match the standard of behavior and reduce the discrepancy (Carver & Scheier, 1981) . In summary, meaning-making maps onto theories of self-regulation in that they involve comparing one's current situation to a standard, monitoring one's progress to reduce a discrepancy, and drawing on strength to close the gap between one's current and desired situation (Carver & Scheier, 1981 . We more fully unpack this theoretical relationship below.
Self-Regulation as Mechanism for Meaning
The self is both the problem and the solution for meaning. The self creates the problem of meaning because as the only self-aware animal, we are acutely aware that we are alive, alone, groundless, and meaningless, destined to certain death (Koole et al., 2006) . This self-awareness creates the potential for existential anxiety because we may realize that our lives may lack meaning, motivating us to regain a sense of meaning. On the other hand, we need self-awareness to solve the problem of meaning. We are motivated to see ourselves as valuable contributors to a meaningful world, and we need to be aware of the ways in which we are doing this. Mischel and Morf (2003) suggest,
The self-system thus is a motivated meaning system insofar as the self-relevant meanings and values that are acquired in the course of its development (or self-construction) inform, constrain, and guide the interpretation of experience, goal pursuits, self-regulatory efforts, and interpersonal strategies. (p. 29)
Once we harness the power of the self, we can start to pursue meaning. Self-awareness, coupled with symbolic thought, is a recipe for existential anxiety (Greenberg et al., 1986) . However, it also allows us to mentally time travel and forecast meaningful versions of our self that we'd like to emulate (Waytz et al., 2015) . We begin to think about how meaningful our life should be and envision the ways to make life meaningful. Self-regulatory processes help make these pursuits possible.
Self-regulation refers to the motivation and ability to monitor our responses, evaluate whether those responses match desired standards, and the energy needed to override unwanted urges when they crop up. This definition in consonant with numerous definitions of self-regulation (Baumeister, 1998; Higgins, 1987; Mischel, 2014) and existing models of self-regulation (Carver & Scheier, 1981 . Researchers often squabble about the particulars of self-regulation; do people consciously or unconsciously monitor their impulses?; do people's strategies and implicit theories related to self-regulation affect their thoughts, feelings, and actions?; do people have limited or unlimited energy to override their urges, or do they think in terms of how to effectively allocate energy to meet their self-regulatory demands? Researchers generally agree that self-regulation has beneficial effects; below, we explain why self-regulation matters and highlight the ways in which it helps facilitate a meaningful life.
Self-regulation is linked to flourishing. Self-regulation relates to greater happiness and lower depression, anxiety, anger, and rumination (DeWall, Gilman, Sharif, & Carboni, 2012; Tangney, Baumeister, & Boone, 2004; Pronk, Karremans, Overbeek, Vermulst, & Wigboldus, 2010; Robinson, 2007) . People with good self-regulation, compared with their less regulated counterparts, have fewer Type 2 diabetes symptoms, better cardiovascular functioning, and live longer lives (DeWall, Deckman, Gailliot, & Bushman, 2011; Friedman & Martin, 2011; Segerstrom & Nes, 2007) . Self-regulation is a boon for goal achievement, showing causal and correlational relationships with enhanced memory, logical reasoning, wise decision-making strategies, intelligent performance, and personal wealth (Masicampo & Baumeister, 2008; Moffitt et al., 2011; Schmeichel, 2007; Schmeichel, Vohs, & Baumeister, 2003) . Thus, self-regulation promotes mental and physical health and several processes that can help individuals attain their goals.
How does self-regulation facilitate meaning in life? According to Scheier's (1981, 2002 ) cybernetic model of selfregulation, people compare a current state (i.e., meaning) to a standard, goal, or reference value (i.e., cultural standards of meaning), monitor their progress toward this goal (i.e., identify discrepancies in situational and global meaning), and they make adjustments accordingly (i.e., meaning reaffirmation) as long as they have sufficient regulatory resources. Thus, meaning-making process rely heavily on self-regulatory processes. This process is depicted in the bottom panel of Figure 1 : people adopt cultural standards for what makes life meaningful and are motivated to meet those standards (A); they engage in monitoring processes to detect any potential feelings of meaninglessness that arise from a mismatch between their experience and standards (B); finally, people must have the strength to reaffirm a sense of meaning following threat or meaninglessness by enacting specific behaviors (C). We explain each of these dimensions below.
The Drive for Meaning
As discussed above, humans are oriented toward a sense of obtaining and protecting a sense of meaning (Baumeister & Vohs, 2002; Greenberg et al., 1986; Heine et al., 2006; Landau et al., 2006) , and the search for meaning is an organizing feature of social life (Steger et al., 2006; Steger, 2013) . Social-cognitive approaches have long examined how people compare information with expectations or standards (Kruglanski, 1989) , as have selfregulatory approaches. Consistent with self-regulatory perspectives (Carver & Scheier, 1981 , the drive for meaning motivates people to compare their current level of meaning with cultural standards of meaning. This process occurs across the three components of meaning.
To obtain a sense of coherence, people compare their current internal or external situation with their (internalized) cultural standards for what is appropriate (Park, 2010) . Before people can make sense of a personal tragedy, for example, they need to be aware that the event deviated from their standards for what is desirable. To obtain a sense of significance, people evaluate how much the traumatic event deviates from their standards. Losing a child is a traumatic event to anyone, but it will register differently if people's children face death This document is copyrighted by the American Psychological Association or one of its allied publishers.
daily than if their children do not. To obtain a sense of purpose, people must engage in planned, motivated action in the present to obtain future desired outcomes (Martela & Steger, 2016) . People may derive a sense of purpose by volunteering at a food bank or running long distances for charity, but such meaning is made possible when people monitor their responses, adopt standards that guide their preparation and performance, and use available energy to override urges to stay home or quit.
Feelings of Meaninglessness
One's sense of meaning may be disrupted by various life events, giving rise to feelings of meaninglessness. The meaning-making model (Park, 2010) , based on a trauma and coping perspective, contends that meaning is derived from the perceived congruence between one's global beliefs about the world and a specific event that actually happened. People experience distress associated with a sense of meaninglessness when they appraise a discrepancy between their beliefs about the world (e.g., "Good things happen to good people, and I am a good person") and what happened during a stressful event (e.g., "Something bad happened to me"). This experience of reduced meaning motivates individuals to restore a sense of meaning through adjusting global beliefs (e.g., "Maybe bad things happen to good and bad people alike") or reconceptualizing the event (e.g., "This will all work out for good in the end").
Still other accounts posit that the feeling of meaning emerges as information about one's social world is unearthed, particularly when one is able to detect coherent patterns in the environment (Heintzelman & King, 2014b) . When people can make sense of their surroundings, they feel a sense of meaning; however, when these expected patterns are absent, people feel a lack of meaning. Thus, meaning is a by-product of our cognitive evaluations of the environment and serves an adaptive informational role of triggering responses aimed at detecting patterns and finding coherence. Inconsistencies-either between our global beliefs and our current experiences, or those arising from a lack of reliably detectable patterns in our environment-give rise to feelings of meaninglessness.
Self-regulation plays a central role in monitoring situations that threaten meaning or elicit feelings of meaningless. Situations that are confusing or incomprehensible are often felt as unsettling or aversive, and in the face of incomprehensibility, people use selfregulation to try to regain understanding and control of the situation (Davis, Nolen-Hoeksema, & Larson, 1998; Heine et al., 2006) . Individuals monitor the discrepancy between their global meaning and the situational meaning of an event (Park, 2010; Park & Folkman, 1997) , which is a core feature of cybernetic models of self-regulation (Carver & Scheier, 1981) . When people experience discrepancies in our meaning systems, the beliefs surrounding these setbacks or discrepancies affect subsequent self-regulatory processes and future reaffirmation efforts, such a pursing a goal (Molden & Dweck, 2006) . Indeed, people may rely on previous memories and emotions to monitor whether or not their life feels coherent and meaningful (Ritchie, Sedikides, & Skowronski, 2016) . Although monitoring (and responding to) threats against meaning may take place automatically (Van Tongeren & Green, 2010) , it requires self-regulatory processes to assess whether one's experiences meet standards for meaning.
Reaffirming Meaning
Numerous factors can threaten meaning and elicit feelings of meaninglessness, such as inconsistent or incoherent stimuli (Heintzelman et al., 2013; Randles et al., 2011) , loss of control (Kay, Whitson, Gaucher, & Galinsky, 2009; Whitson & Galinsky, 2008) , reminders of death (Landau et al., 2006) , or personal trauma (Park, 2010; Taylor, 1983) . In addition, the particular meaningreaffirming responses initiated may vary considerably. Whereas the lack of a detectable pattern in one's environment (e.g., losing one's keys) may evoke a sense of meaninglessness, this experience differs considerably from receiving news that one has an incurable form of cancer. Both are threats to meaning, and both may cause a sense of meaninglessness. However, the emotional experience, and the subsequent behaviors aimed at restoring meaning, are different, though they may use the same psychological mechanism. As mentioned earlier, we suspect existentially relevant meaningmaking draws more heavily from self-regulatory processes. That is, whereas the process may appear similar, the outcomes are quite different. For example, these differences are likely both evidenced in the emotional intensity of responses (Park, 2010) and the practical goal-oriented behaviors that are subsequently initiated (e.g., searching for one's keys vs. coping with the new reality of a premature death). Thus, although meaning threats may evoke domain general processing (see Proulx & Inzlicht, 2012) , they also elicit domain-specific responses aimed to restore meaning by addressing the source of the threat (if possible).
A long line of research has shown that following a sense of meaninglessness, people are motivated to reaffirm their sense of meaning (Proulx & Inzlicht, 2012; Pyszczynski, Greenberg, Koole, & Solomon, 2010) . Following implicit threats to meaning, participants report having greater meaning across a variety of domains, including self-esteem, certainty, belonging, symbolic immortality, and religious beliefs (Van Tongeren & Green, 2010) . These reaffirmation efforts are usually aimed to regain lost meaning and reestablish psychological equanimity.
Many of these reaffirmation efforts require self-regulation. In fact, this part of the model may be the most fruitful demonstration of the crucial ways in which self-regulation facilitates meaning. For example, following discrepancies between global and situational meaning, revising one's global meaning system to accommodate one's new experiences requires effort (Park, 2010; Park & Folkman, 1997) . Self-regulatory processes help individuals navigate competing motivations in order to achieve goals that are central to a meaningful life (Baumeister & Vohs, 2007) . That is, we are able to meet more basic needs (e.g., procuring food, prioritizing safety) that permit seeking higher-order goals (e.g., belonging, self-esteem, self-actualization), which in turn help give life its meaning (Heintzelman & King, 2014a) . The ability to act upon one's environment and seek out these pathways to meaning are so important that the mere belief that one's actions have an effect (i.e., belief in free will) is associated with greater meaning in life (Baumeister & Brewer, 2012; Stillman, Baumeister, & Mele, 2011) . Conversely, disbelieving in free will reduces perceptions that life is meaningful (Crescioni, Baumeister, Ainsworth, Ent, & Lambert, in press ). Of particular relevance, belief in free will is associated with self-control (Baumeister & Brewer, 2012) . Self-efficacy, or the perceived ability to accomplish those goals, is also associated with greater meaning (Brassai, Piko, & Steger, This document is copyrighted by the American Psychological Association or one of its allied publishers.
2013). The belief that our choices matter, and that we can control those choices (i.e., self-regulation), helps make life meaningful. Below, we describe several of these pathways in which selfregulation facilitates meaning across its various dimensions.
Self-Regulatory Pathways to Meaning: Coherence, Significance, and Purpose
Thus far, we have highlighted how self-regulatory processes facilitate meaning in life. Indeed, meaning and self-regulation are intimately related. Below, we review research that explains how such processes may build three meaning across its three components-coherence, significance, and purpose-as well as the how such processes may facilitate meaning in a comprehensive sense via religious beliefs. Previous research has highlighted the positive association between self-regulation and meaning. In a large sample of Romanian students, self-regulation was associated with meaning in life, even when accounting for self-efficacy, social comparison, parental support, and features of their upbringing (Brassai et al., 2013) . Moreover, self-regulation not only facilitates meaning, but meaning helps facilitate self-control, potentially suggesting a reciprocal relationship (MacKenzie & Baumeister, 2014) . Here, we briefly highlight various ways in which self-regulatory processes help facilitate meaning across the three dimensions of meaning: coherence, significance, and purpose.
Finding Coherence: Sense-Making
Making sense of one's world, or perceiving coherence, is a central feature of meaning (Heintzelman & King, 2014b ). This process often requires self-regulatory resources. When there is a discrepancy between people's global meaning or beliefs (e.g., good things happen to good people, and I am good) and the situational meaning of an event (e.g., something bad happened to me), people experience distress (Park & Folkman, 1997; Park, 2010) . The degree of this distress is relative to the magnitude of the discrepancy. Accordingly, people engage in effortful strategies to attempt to reconcile their global and situational meanings. Indeed, previous work has suggested that coping requires self-regulatory resources (Baumeister, Faber, & Wallace, 1999) . Perhaps one must revise their current global meaning system (e.g., the world is not fair after all or I must be a bad person). Given the power of schemas, and their relative resistance to change, adjusting our cognitive patterns of interpreting the world and our basic assumptions about the nature of ourselves and reality might take considerable effort, drawing upon self-regulatory resources. Revising the situational meaning of an event (e.g., I suppose the event that happened to me was not that bad) also likely requires effort. That is, making sense of the world, at least in some instances, involves self-regulation.
To be sure there, there is evidence that people automatically reaffirm their meaning. In the first experimental examination of implicit meaning threats, research revealed that people bolster their sense of meaning following implicitly processed threats to meaning: three experiments demonstrated that following subliminal presentation of meaninglessness-related words for 20-50ms, participants bolstered various domains of meaning (e.g., self-esteem, certainty, belonging) and self-reported greater meaning in life (Van Tongeren & Green, 2010) . Moreover, when implicitly presented with incongruent word-pairs, participants demonstrated improved learning of a grammar task and more stringently defended a moral schema by setting a higher bond for a prostitute in a fictional scenario (Randles et al., 2011) . These findings suggest that people respond to and defend meaning automatically. Although meaning threats may occur implicitly, these reaffirmations likely draw from self-regulatory resources. For example, affirming one's values or sense of meaning reduces the impact of selfregulation fatigue. Research has found that following an ego depletion induction (e.g., writing about a recent trip without using the letters "a" or "n"), when participants wrote about their cherished characteristics, participants performed better on a cold pressor task and persisted longer in a numeric puzzle task (Schmeichel & Vohs, 2009) . Similarly, following an affirmation of one's relationship, which is a source of meaning, people were less defensive when their meaning systems were attacked. Writing about one's cherished relationship before receiving negative feedback on an essay about a cherished topic led to less negative evaluations of the critical outgroup member . Thus, coping and sense-making processes are likely facilitated by selfregulation, which gives rise to perceptions of meaning.
Finding Significance: Belonging
Relationships are often considered a primary source of meaning in life. A sense of belonging provides a repository of psychological strength and vitality by which purpose, significance, and coherence are all bolstered (Martela, Ryan, & Steger, in press; Martela & Steger, 2016) . Notably, relationships help people perceive that their lives matter, or have significance. Relationships with others are a significant source of meaning in individuals' lives, and experiences of greater belongingness and social connectivity predict increased perception of current meaning in life. Participants experimentally primed with belongingness reported greater meaning in life (Lambert et al., 2013) , and a nationally representative sample found that social connectedness predicted future meaning in life (Stavrova & Luhmann, 2016) . On the other hand, experiencing rejection threatens the perception of meaning. Using the Cyberball paradigm, social exclusion, either by a human or computer, leads to lower reported meaning- (Zadro, Williams, & Richardson, 2004) . People report lower meaning in life after being ostensibly rejected by confederate who saw a "first impression" video made by the participant and declined to meet with them (Stillman et al., 2009) . Moreover, the threat to meaning prompted by social exclusion may be explained in part by decreased selfawareness and willingness to self-regulate (Twenge, Catanese, & Baumeister, 2003) .
Moreover, self-regulation is required for regulating selfish impulses and treating one's partner with care and respect (Baumeister & Vohs, 2007) . Indeed, correlational, longitudinal, and experimental studies (Pronk et al., 2010) , as well as meta-analytic evidence (Burnette et al., 2014) , suggest that forgiveness, a relational repair mechanism, requires self-control. Such virtuous behaviors have been associated with increased meaning in life. For example, a longitudinal study that sampled participants every two weeks for six months found that consistently forgiving one's romantic partner increases one's perceived meaning in life over time (Van Tongeren et al., 2015) . Prosocial behaviors-ones that that help promote relational functioning-can also enhance meaning in life. This document is copyrighted by the American Psychological Association or one of its allied publishers.
Self-reported altruism is associated with greater meaning in life, experimentally assigning participants to write letters of gratitude increased self-reported meaning in life, and implicitly processed threats to meaning increased self-perceptions of virtue; moreover, the link between prosociality and meaning in life is mediated by increased relationship satisfaction (Van Tongeren et al., 2016) . Thus, virtuous behaviors, which require self-regulation to overcome one's selfish desires and instead act in a way that benefits the relationship (Green & Van Tongeren, 2012; Van Tongeren, Davis, & Hook, 2014) , promote meaning in life by maintaining relationships. Self-regulation helps relationships flourish. From the most general element of relationship initiation-impression formation-we are more attentive to self-regulation failures that are considered meaningful (e.g., honesty traits vs. competence traits, Wojciszke, Brycz, & Borkenau, 1993) than to those considered less central to the self (Sedikides & Skowronski, 1993) . When relationships are established, self-regulation becomes even more important for maintaining relational bonds. For instance, trust is among the most desired trait in a relationship partner (Holmes, 2004; Simpson, 2007) . It takes tremendous self-control to earn someone's trust, and trust is often broken when self-regulation is flagging (e.g., a partner becomes more self-interested and less motivated to sacrifice for the relationship; Simpson, 2007) . We keep secrets, follow through on our promises, and override our own needs to give our partners the attention they deserve. When conflict arises, selfregulation helps people forgive (Burnette et al., 2014; Finkel & Campbell, 2001; DeWall, Pond, & Bushman, 2010; Pronk et al., 2010) . Self-regulation also reduces aggression toward strangers and romantic partners (Bushman, DeWall, Pond, & Hanus, 2014; Denson, DeWall, & Finkel, 2012; Finkel et al., 2012) .
Social connectedness highlights the reciprocal nature between meaning and self-regulation. Feeling greater social connectivity is associated with also feeling greater meaning in life in the future (Stavrova & Luhmann, 2016) . Social bonds may trigger a "feeling of meaning" (Heintzelmann & King, 2014b) through a combination of positive affect, greater perceived control, and greater coherence. Furthermore, the tendency to take others' perspectives (i.e., chronic other-orientation) makes it more difficult to deplete psychological resources under conditions of stress (Seeley & Gardner, 2003) . Thus, one key way that self-regulation facilitates meaning is by aiding people establish and maintain relationships, meeting belongingness needs.
Finding Purpose: Goal Pursuit
Goal-related behaviors provide individuals with a sense of purpose and meaning (Emmons, 2005) . More indirectly, as people progress toward or accomplish goals, they experience positive affect; this positive affect may, in turn, convey a sense of meaning in life (King, Hicks, Krull, & Del Gaiso, 2006 ). Achieving our goals requires self-regulatory resources (Gollwitzer, Bayer, & McCulloch, 2005) : it can be taxing to chip away at a dissertation, adhere to one's workout regimen, or work tirelessly on an important piece of art. However, when people accomplish these goalsthey graduate with a doctorate, cross the finish line at the marathon, or show their piece at an art exhibit-it provides them with a sense of purpose and meaning. The goal helped direct their behavior (e.g., waking up at 5am to write, run, or paint), and upon completion, what they have accomplished, and indeed who they are, is purposeful and is connected to something greater. Relatedly, perceiving goals as strongly meaningful may promote selfregulation (e.g., for learning and academics) over time, and experientially inducing purpose increases self-regulation (Yeager et al., 2014) .
Self-regulation aids the pursuit and fulfillment of goals and finding a purpose. Among survivors of testicular cancer, goal navigation (e.g., setting a goal, working toward that goal) predicted greater meaning in life (Hoyt, Nelson, Darabos, Marín-Chollom, & Stanton, 2017) . In addition, emotion regulation was positively associated with meaning in life. Moreover, meaning was a mediator that was associated with other downstream consequences (e.g., less depression, better physical functioning), suggesting that pursuing goals increases meaning, which leads to other pragmatic benefits of meaning. Self-regulation is needed to accomplish goals, which can give our lives purpose and meaning.
Comprehensive Meaning: Religion
Religion is a comprehensive source of meaning in life (Emmons & Paloutzian, 2003) . In fact, we have argued that religious beliefs are particularly oriented to provide meaning in life across all three dimensions of coherence, significance, and purpose (Van Tongeren et al., 2017) . Religion can provide coherence as a lens for making sense of the ineffable, and identifies what and how values, behaviors, and objects are considered significant and meaningful. Religion also provides some individuals with purpose to do certain behaviors (e.g., help the poor, attend religious services, reach out to religious community members). In support of this notion, religiosity's effect on well-being has been shown to be mediated by greater meaning in life when measured over time on a daily level (Steger & Frazier, 2005) .
Religion has been linked to self-control (McCullough & Willoughby, 2009 ). Religious teachings often require selfcontrol among adherents to enact certain behaviors that are desirable (e.g., donating money, forgiving wrongdoers) and avoid behaviors that are undesirable (e.g., abstaining from certain sexual practices, fasting from certain foods). For example, the negative association between religiousness and substance use is mediated by self-control . Living up to these cultural standards of one's religion provides meaning. So, self-regulation helps people reap the benefits of meaning from religion. In addition, religion may help restore or replenish self-regulatory resources (Rounding, Lee, Jacobson, & Ji, 2012) . Thus, the relationship may be reciprocal. Nonetheless, it seems clear that self-regulation helps facilitate a comprehensive sense of meaning via religion.
Novel Hypotheses and Open Questions
We have laid out a theoretical understanding of meaning that proposes that self-regulation facilitates meaning in life. That is, we posit that self-regulation is a central mechanism for finding meaning. Consistent with theories of meaning (Park, 2010) and selfregulation (Carver & Scheier, 1981 , we propose that purposeful, effortful, and directive actions that regulate selfish impulses are necessary to maintain a sense of meaning in life. We This document is copyrighted by the American Psychological Association or one of its allied publishers.
laid out how self-regulatory processes map onto this process (see Carver & Scheier, 1981 : the drive for meaning is governed by internalized cultural standards of meaning, people monitor their experiences to ensure a fit between their experiences and standards of meaning, and strength is required for deliberative behaviors aimed at reaffirming and regaining meaning. Moreover, we outlined various self-regulatory pathways to gain meaning via coherence, significance, and purpose. We also provided an example of a meaning system, religion, that is strongly associated with selfregulation and provides a comprehensive sense of meaning across dimensions. Below, we briefly expand on these hypotheses, as well as suggest ways to test these.
Establishing Causal Effects
Our central hypothesis is self-regulation is a central mechanism for finding meaning. That is, meaning-seeking and meaning-making efforts have a strong self-regulatory component. Although coherence may emerge without much effort (e.g., we experience coherence when encountering organized or reliable patterns in our environment; Heintzelman & King, 2014b) , other times it takes effort to make sense of a situation or extract meaning from a threatening or traumatic event (Park, 2010) . Moreover, the self-regulatory processes necessary to find meaning are likely demonstrated when people are seeking to find coherence, purpose, or significance. Making sense of events requires self-regulatory resources (Baumeister et al., 1999; Park, 2010) . Goal-oriented behavior, which is a key feature of a purposeful and meaningful life (Emmons, 2005) , requires self-regulatory effort. Moreover, attempts to make oneself feel significant, whether through endeavors that will grant one with a sense of symbolic immortality (Pyszczynski et al., 2010) or by building meaningful relationships through the practice of virtuous behaviors (Van Tongeren et al., 2015 , require some degree of self-regulation.
We see several ways to test this primary hypothesis. For example, when self-regulation is impaired or otherwise strained, we should expect to find people report lower meaning in life-they are unable to do the very things necessary to achieve a sense of meaning: make sense of a situation through deliberate processing, make progress toward their purposeful goals, or put effort toward accomplishing something significant. Conversely, practicing self-regulation should enable the behaviors needed to find meaning, such as building relationships (see Green & Van Tongeren, 2012; Van Tongeren et al., 2016) . Moreover, the continual practice of self-regulation over the long term should yield greater capacity for regulation and more efficient strategies for finding meaning. Future research could explore whether those with higher trait self-control are better able to find meaning following unexpected trauma or loss, given their enhanced capacity for self-regulation. Similarly, interventions designed to enhance self-regulation may increase meaning as well. Finally, to the degree that meaningrelated processes map onto self-regulatory trajectories-having standards of meaning, monitoring one's current meaning to expected standards, and having the strength to reaffirm meaning-we should expect to see relevant findings on selfregulation translate to research on meaning.
Disentangling Automatic and Deliberative Meaning Reaffirmation Strategies
To this point, we have largely discussed deliberative strategies to reaffirm one's sense of meaning (e.g., following threat), such as goal pursuit (Emmons, 2005) . However, a wealth of research suggests that meaning making efforts may be either automatic or deliberate (see Park, 2010) , and empirical work has demonstrated meaning compensation or reaffirmation following implicit meaning threats (Van Tongeren & Green, 2010) or implicit responses following episodes encountering incongruence (Heintzelman et al., 2013; Randles et al., 2011) , and has linked meaning with gut-level, intuitive responses (Heintzelman & King, 2016) . Moreover, some theoretical accounts of self-regulation contend that some selfregulatory processes may become automatic (e.g., Andersen, Reznik, & Glassman, 2005; Gollwitzer et al., 2005) . Thus, a serious theory of meaning must account for both controlled and implicit processing of meaning threats, as well as deliberative and automatic self-regulatory responses to restoring a sense of meaning. Though they may use similar processes, we suspect that lower-stakes assessments of meaning (e.g., mundane objects) require fewer self-regulatory resources than existentially relevant assessments (e.g., one's personal life meaning or purpose). However, future work could strain self-regulation, such as through an ego-depletion paradigm, and test its effects on both deliberative and automatic efforts to regain meaning. Moreover, a fully crossed experimental paradigm in which both the type of threat and the type of response-either controlled/ explicit or automatic/implicit-across meaning assessments varying in self-centrality would be informative.
Identifying Self-Regulatory Effects on Different Components of Meaning
Current definitions of meaning involve three components of meaning: coherence, significance, and purpose. We have identified initial pathways by which self-regulation helps facilitate meaning across these facets of meaning. We predict that certain selfregulatory pathways should provide greater meaning in one domain (i.e., coherence, significance, or purpose) than others. Given the recent work on developing more precise measures of meaning that assess each of these dimensions (e.g., George & Park, in press-b) , future work should explore whether obstacles to one pathway to meaning (e.g., belonging) leads to stronger decrements in one feature of meaning (e.g., significance). Experimental evidence and the inclusion of methodologically precise assessments of the various dimensions of meaning should yield productive results regarding which self-regulatory pathways confer meaning across the various facets of coherence, significance, and purpose. However, given that these components of meaning are strongly intercorrelated (George & Park, in press-b) , self-regulatory efforts that increase one dimension of meaning (e.g., purpose) may result in improved meaning in another domain (e.g., significance). Future research should explore this possibility. Related to this, research has distinguished between the search for meaning and the presence of meaning (Steger et al., 2006) . Future work could examine whether individuals with high self-regulatory capacity are better able to successfully resolve their search for meaning. This document is copyrighted by the American Psychological Association or one of its allied publishers.
Exploring a Reciprocal Relationship Between Meaning and Self-Regulation
Our theoretical model suggests that self-regulation facilitates meaning. However, might greater meaning give rise to enhanced self-regulation? That is, self-regulation begets meaning, but might meaning also beget self-regulation? Research indicates that feelings of personal meaning, and positive emotions which help evoke meaning, can stimulate self-regulation (Schmeichel & Vohs, 2009; Tice, Baumeister, Shmueli, & Muraven, 2007) . People may experience a meaningful, significant purpose to do good in the world, which may motivate them to sacrifice their selfish desires in order to help others. Self-regulation appears to aid in the search for meaning in life. Is the relationship between self-regulation and meaning bidirectional? This remains an open question, and future work should explore this possibility.
Conclusion
The richness of human life is made possible through meaning. Meaning emerges when people experience coherence, significance, and purpose. Our primary proposition is that self-regulatory processes play a central role in the human experience of meaning. Specifically, people adopt cultural standards for what makes life meaningful and are motivated to meet those standards. They monitor to detect any feelings of meaninglessness aroused by a mismatch between their experience and standards. Importantly, people must have the strength to reaffirm a meaning following threat or feelings of meaninglessness by enacting specific reaffirmation behaviors, many of which require self-regulation to achieve coherence, significance, and purpose. We provided empirical evidence for the ways in which meaning-making processes are facilitated by self-regulation, as well as various meaning affirmation strategies that draw from self-regulatory resources. Finally, we have described open questions for future research. As research on meaning continues to proliferate, we hope that scholars will consider the important role of self-regulation in the experience of meaning in life.
